Short communication: retrospective study to time the introduction of HIV type 1 non-B subtypes in Lyon, France, using env genes obtained from primary infection samples.
Using blood samples from primary HIV-1 infection (PHI) patients obtained in Lyon, France, we characterized the newly transmitted HIV-1 variants in this area during the 1992-1996 period. As PHI samples allowed the precise timing of the transmission event, we were able to date the introduction of non-B subtypes or recombinant forms of the virus in Lyon. Genomic DNA from 18 HIV-1-positive patients at primary infection was used to amplify the full-length env gene by nested PCR; after cloning, the gene was sequenced for subsequent phylogenetic analysis. Several non-B subtypes and recombinant forms of HIV-1 were identified among the 18 patients studied (1 subtype F1, 1 CRF01-AE, 2 subtype G and 2 CRF02-AG). We also found a new J/K recombinant form transmitted in 1995 and never described until now. The introduction of CRF02-AG in Lyon, France, occurred prior to 1992 and six transmission events including non-B subtypes were documented in the following 4 years. Heterosexual contacts appeared as the main introduction pathway for non-B subtypes or recombinant forms. Nevertheless, as transmission of these viruses occurred not only during travel to endemic regions, but also in France or Germany, we conclude that non-B strains entered Europe before the studied period. This retrospective study showed that even if subtype B remained prevalent in the spreading HIV-1 infection in Lyon between 1992 and 1996, non-B subtypes and circulating recombinant forms represented a significantly growing part.